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Winds over Ryukyu. 
A Narrative on the 17th Century Ryukyu Kingdom 
 
Introduction 
A historical drama (taiga dorama 大河ドラマ), broadcast by Japanese 
public television NHK about the Ryukyu Kingdom – the present Okinawa 
prefecture – was an important event which brought back to life things that 
many Japanese would prefer to remain concealed. The story concerns the 
history of the Ryukyu Kingdom’s subjugation by the Japanese in the 
seventeenth century. Before that time, the Ryukyu Kingdom had 
maintained trade relations with China, the Philippines, Japan and even 
South-East Asia. It was a period of prosperity stretching over the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, the time when the kingdom was united and 
strengthen. The TV series was based on the novel Ryūkyū no kaze (Winds 
over Ryukyu, 1992), by Chin Shunshin, a well-known writer of Chinese 
origin. The novel is 900 pages long and divided into three volumes: Dotō 
no maki (怒涛の巻: ’the book of angry waves’), Shippū no maki (疾風の
巻: ‘the book of the violent wind’), and Raiu no maki (雷雨の巻: ‘the 
book of the thunderstorm’)1. These titles reflect the increasing danger faced 
by the heroes of the novel and the 100,000 inhabitants of the archipelago. 
The danger comes from the north, from the Japanese island of Kyushu, the 
south-eastern part of which was governed by a clan from Satsuma (薩摩, 
present Kagoshima 鹿児島). 
 
The Characters of Winds over Ryukyu 
The heroes of the novel are two fictional brothers: Keitai, who pursues a 
political career, and Keizan, who devotes himself to the art of dance in its 
native form; and their girlfriends, future wives, Aki and Ugi. The four 
characters stand for the younger generation. The older generation is 
represented by the brothers' parents, who were presumed dead at the hands 
of Japanese pirates (wakō 倭寇) but actually survived and lived in Japan, 
without knowing about each other. 
Other important characters are a kenpō expert and his karate students, who 
are preparing themselves to fight the Japanese (Yamatonchū ヤマトンチュ
ウ in the Ryukyu dialect), and the elders of the royal court under King Shō 
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Nei VII (尚寧 1587–1620). The story includes many famous Japanese 
historical figures: Tokugawa Ieyasu (徳川家康), Shimazu Yoshihisa (島津
義久) and Chaya Shirōjirō (茶屋四郎次郎). The stories of the two main 
heroes, Keitai and Keizan, unfold amidst the growing danger to their 
hitherto independent – or so its inhabitants thought – country, posed by its 
northern neighbour. Relations between Ryukyu and Japan deteriorate when 
the latter demands a levy in support of their invasion of Korea. Subsequent 
demands by the Satsuma clan lead to growing resistance by the proud 
Ryukyuans, especially Jana (謝名), who holds the title of Oyakata (親方, 
Ueekata ウエーカタ in the Ryukyu Shuri dialect) as a member of the State 
Council (Sanshikan 三司官). The drama reaches its climax in 1609 with 
the Satsuma’s invasion and lasts until about 1660. 
 
The two brothers and their milieu 
Most of the events in the novel are seen through the eyes of the two 
brothers, Keitai and Keizan. Their family originated in the village of 
Kumemura (久米村) – a community of diplomats and scholars apparently 
of Chinese descent – where young men used to spend their time learning 
Chinese subjects in preparation for studies in Fujian (jap. Fukuken 福建), 
China2. The brothers lost their mother and father (known later as Yō Hōgi) 
in China, where they lived for several years. The children were taken back 
to Ryukyu with other orphans and raised by merchant Shintenpū, a master 
of martial arts and famous kenpō teacher.  
The plot of the novel and majority of events in the taiga dorama deal with 
the political intrigue surrounding the Ryukyuan Kingdom two years before 
it was invaded (1609) by the Satsuma samurais. To make the historical 
narrative more interesting, the author introduces two female orphans: Aki 
and Ugi. Elder brother Keitai, with the affection and support of Aki, 
becomes a politician, and following the Satsuma's annexation of Ryukyu's 
northern territory, tries to build a Ryukyuan trade network. His half-brother 
Keizan, as we learn mid way through the novel that his natural father was 
in fact his mother’s lover, the Ryukyuan dancer – creates a new form of 
Ryukyuan dance combining elements of Japanese onna kabuki and local 
Ryukyuan tradition. 
Keitai and Keizan are representatives of the young generation, which is 
divided into those who compromise with the Satsuma administration of the 
Ryukyu Kingdom and those who resist it. Keitai takes the positivistic, 
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practical approach, collaborating with the Satsuma, while Keizan devotes 
himself to the art of dance in its native Ryukyuan form, fomenting the anti-
Japanese sentiments and acts of protest against Satsuma exploitation of the 
Ryukyu people. 
Aki and Ugi, the girlfriends and future wives of the brothers, also become 
very capable partners in their respective professions. In the novel, the two 
couples live through trials until their old age. In the taiga dorama, Aki and 
Ugi provide much tension to the narrative, which ultimately shows the 
tragedy of their nation that lost sovereignty. Aki is an orphan with a talent 
for dance. After her parents die killed by pirates, she is raised by Gundari, 
a widow of a sailor who was also killed by the pirates. When Aki turns 15, 
she is adopted by Jana Ueekata and serves the Queen at the court of Shō 
Nei VII. Ugi is a daughter of Sai Shin, the younger brother of Keitai's and 
Keizan’s mother. She is a close friend of Aki.  
The Japanese inhabitants of Ryukyu include the descendants of wakō 
pirates (Hachirō), Satsuma spies (Nakahara Matsunosuke) and priests 
(Kikuin Zenji). The Chinese connected with Ryukyu include envoys of the 
Ming emperor, merchants, scholars, teachers and doctors. Ryukyuan 
religious officials play an important role, particularly the shamans (noro祝
女), headed by the kikoe ōgimi (聞得大君), the younger sister of the Queen 
and her subordinates, whose positions correspond to those of male 
government officials in the state hierarchy. The female religious hierarchy 
is subordinate to the King3. 
The brothers’ father, Yō Hōgi, a doctor, is taken captive by the Japanese 
and lives in Satsuma domain, where he attends old, ailing Shimazu 
Yoshihisa. After many years, Yō Hōgi manages to send secret messages 
back to his relatives in Kumemura village. One of them is Jana Ueekata, a 
high government official who, as a member of the Council of Three, plays 
a key role in the tragic events that lead to the downfall of the Kingdom of 
Ryukyu. 
This character is loosely based on the historical Jana Ueekata Tei Dō (鄭迵 
1549–1611) of Kumemura. Educated in China, Jana Ueekata did not 
submit to the Satsuma’s demands. After the Japanese clan invaded his 
country, he was taken prisoner to Kagoshima, where he refused to sign a 
document pledging loyalty to the Satsuma, thereby choosing death over 
humiliation. He was decapitated by a Satsuma’s samurai as the main 
Ryukyuan government official responsible for his country's opposition to 
the Satsuma. Shō Shōken (Sho Joken 向象賢 1617-1675), in his historical 
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study Ryukyu Mirror of Chūzan (Chūzan seikan 中山世鑑, after 1650)4, 
portrayed Jana Ueekata as an evil minister responsible for “Ryukyu's loss 
of its cordiality which brought on the invasion and capture of the King”5. 
“In other words, the invasion was, according to the regent Shō Shōken 
(known also as Haneji Chōshu 羽地朝秀), the result of rudeness on the 
part of Ryukyu toward Shimazu, its lord for two centuries”6 . So Jana 
Ueekata – in that pro-Japanese historiography – was treated with disdain. 
But in Winds over Ryukyu, Jana Ueekata is portrayed as a proud Ryukyuan 
patriot.  
King Shō Nei VII took a stance that was closer to that of Jana Ueekata. In 
the first volume of Winds over Ryukyu, readers meet him in chapter two 
(Kumo to ryū 雲と竜: ‘cloud and dragon’) sitting in Shuri Castle (Shurijō 
首里城) in Seiden. He is 43 years old, and has been ruling the Ryukyu 
Kingdom for 17 years. We see him at a meeting with Jana Ueekata Tei Dō 
and Kin Ōkai (金応魁), an official of the Royal Chancellery, who has 
recently returned from a long voyage to China (connected with inviting the 
emperor’s envoys or sappōshi). They are discussing relations with Yamato 
(they do not use the name “Japan”, but rather “Yamato” or “Satsuma”)7. 
King Shō Nei last appears in Chapter 9 Vol. III, entitled Ōtachi no shi (王
たちの死 : ‘kings' deaths’). The King, already ill, receives news from 
China that the Emperor Wanli (万暦) died in the year 1620. Two months 
later, in September that year, King Shō Nei himself passes away8 at the age 
of 57. Shimazu Yoshihiro (島津義弘), the most active Satsuma adviser 
during the invasion of Ryukyu9, died the year before. Several days after the 
King Shō Nei's death, news comes from the Ming court of the death of 
Emperor Wan-li's young successor. The Ming Dynasty is in decline, but so 
is the Ryukyu, which is further symbolized in the novel by the death of Kin 
Ōkai, the King’s advisor and a prospective successor of Jana Ueekata.  
King Shō Nei appears in many important events throughout the novel. 
After the Ryukyuan defenders of Shuri Castle surrendered to the Satsuma 
army in 1609, a majority of the invaders left Ryukyu, taking King Shō Nei 
and hundreds of Ryukyuan court officials back with them to Kagoshima, 
where they were kept for two years and five months. During this time, 
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King Shō Nei was invited to visit the retired shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu in 
Sumpu (駿府 , present Shizuoka 静岡 ) and the incumbent shogun 
Tokugawa Hidetada (徳川秀忠) in Edo (present Tokyo). The procession of 
the King of Ryukyu and his officials left a strong impression on the 
Japanese onlookers. 
Shō Nei and his officials returned to Shuri, where they were forced to sign 
surrender documents containing two oaths, one for the King and the second 
for his top officials. By signing the documents the Ryukyuans accepted the 
false interpretation of history, and expressed their gratitude for Shimazu's 
“benevolence” in permitting the King to return home10. Shō Nei and his 
officials swore to become humble servants of the Satsuma11. Under these 
conditions, the king resumed his place on the throne, but lost the northern 
territories of his kingdom (Amami-Ōshima, Tokunoshima, Yoronjima and 
other islands). Japan allowed the existence of the “independent” Ryukyu 
Kingdom, because it intended to use it as an intermediary in trade with 
China. The failure of the military government (bakufu 幕府 ) in trade 
negotiations with Ming China in 1615 further increased Ryukyu’s potential 
importance to Japan. But the independence was fictitious12, designed only 
to make Ryukyu appear free from its northern neighbour in the eyes of the 
Chinese partner. King Shō Nei could pursue the Ryukyuan court 
ceremonies and other traditional pastimes, but his authority was highly 
restricted. In consequence, “he felt he had failed to maintain the royal 
heritage”13 by signing the “King’s Oath” (kishōmon 起請文). 
Other important characters include the kenpō expert and his karate students, 
who are preparing (in the first volume of the novel) to fight against the 
Japanese; the elders of the court, under the leadership of the King; and 
many famous Japanese historical figures, such as Tokugawa Ieyasu (called 
ōgosho 大御所 who had already retired and moved to Sumpu Castle), 
Shimazu Yoshihisa (and Iehisa 家久 ), the lord (daimyō 大名 ) of the 
Satsuma clan, and Chaya Shirōjirō, a merchant from Kyoto, who advised 
Tokugawa Ieyasu on economic matters. 
 
Ryukyu's struggle between China and Japan 
The brothers Keitai and Keizan live their lives against the backdrop of the 
danger faced by their independent country. The Ryukyu Kingdom was 
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regarded by Ming China as its “barbarian province,” yet formally treated as 
an independent kingdom after it was crowned by China. The kingdom 
accepted the crown from a high-ranking Chinese envoy with all due 
respect in the presence of a large Chinese delegation called sappōshi (冊封
使). The acceptance of the crown following the official request made by 
the Ryukyuan court gave Ryukyu the privilege of trading (shinkō 進貢) 
with China. Ryukyu had to undertake lengthy preparations to host five 
hundred Chinese officials and merchants for a ceremony lasting four 
months. Several chapters of the first volume of Chin Shunshin’s novel 
depict the costly ceremonies and entertainments that accompany the arrival 
of the Chinese delegation, their stay in Shuri and their departure. These 
events are clearly presented as the most important in Ryukyu Kingdom at 
that time. It was a very busy time for the heroes of the novel, but it was 
also a time of security – everybody new that the Satsuma samurais would 
not attack while the Chinese sappōshi were in Shuri. 
Several chapters of the novel cover the deteriorating relations between 
Ryukyu and Japan. The problems began with the invasion of Korea by the 
army of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, when Satsuma requested the Ryukyu to send 
several thousand soldiers and provide other supplies in support of the war 
efforts (in 1592 and 1597). Ryukyu refused to send soldiers (as the King 
had no army) or food. Subsequent demands made by the Satsuma at the 
beginning of seventeenth century led to hardening of attitudes by the proud 
Ryukyuans, especially by the king’s advisor Jana Ueekata Tei Dō, a 
member of the State Council. As a result of the Ryukyu’s refusal to co-
operate and their "failure" to express adequate gratitude for the Japanese 
rescue of two Ryukyuan ships (one of which had drifted as far north as the 
Date domain), Tokugawa Ieyasu consented to the Satsuma’s request to 
invade Ōshima (Ōshima iri 大島入り) and all Ryukyu (Ryukyu iri 琉球入
り ) and subordinate the Ryukyu Kingdom to the Satsuma clan and, 
ultimately, Tokugawa. 
 
Aftermath of the Satsuma invasion 
In the novel we learn how the Satsuma army, consisting of 3,000 men, 
quickly forced the proud but defenceless leaders of the Ryukyu Kingdom 
to surrender. Those who resisted the Satsuma were imprisoned, and more 
than a hundred court officials were sent to Kagoshima. The precious 
treasures and collections of Shuri Palace were taken to Japan. The year 
1609 (Keichō慶長 14 in Japan, Wanli万歴 37 in Ming China; in Ryukyu, 
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years were generally counted according to the Chinese system 14) proved to 
be decisive for the history of the Kingdom. 
The last part of the TV drama depicts the attempts to enforce the agreement 
for the King's return to Shuri Palace. In order to do that, the King had to 
sign an act of loyalty to Japan, known as the “the King’s Oath”. This 
peculiar document presents an unprecedented event in history. The proud 
King of Ryukyu was forced to state that the Islands of Ryukyu had been a 
feudal domain of Satsuma since ancient times, and that Ryukyu had 
observed the custom of sending its envoys and tributes to Satsuma. 
Furthermore, the King "confessed" to having committed a serious mistake 
by not fulfilling his obligations to Hideyoshi and his successors, and swore 
that he would henceforth abide by the commands of the Satsuma officials. 
Jana Ueekata, on the other hand, refused to sign the oath, in result of which 
he was not permitted to return home. 
During over two years the King and his officials were held captives, the 
Shimazu clan investigated the resources of Ryukyu Kingdom and then 
imposed economic control over the islands, including a new system of 
taxation. All these historical facts are described in the novel. 
When King Shō Nei finally returned to Shuri Palace, Ryukyu had to pay 
levies both to China and Japan. The Satsuma was aiming at safeguarding 
its monopoly on trade with China, and the novel meticulously covers this 
subject, devoting many pages to Keitai's travels all over the islands of 
Ryukyu, China and even Taiwan. Exotic figures such as European traders 
and (numerous) Japanese pirates also appear in the novel, depicting the 
world as it was seen by the East Asian traders in the seventeenth century. 
 
Beauty of the islands 
Much space in the novel – and even more in the TV series – is devoted to 
Ryukyu's natural and cultural beauty. While the doomed independence of 
the islands is the main theme of the drama, the author, Chin Shunshin also 
seems to suggest that there is hope nonetheless. Well acquainted with the 
history and everyday life of the islanders, he sees hope both in the natural 
world and the people of Ryukyu.  
In the beginning of the story, the author depicts the hard life of the 
islanders, among other ways, in the story of sweet potatoes (kansho 甘薯, 
known later as satsuma imo 薩摩芋). In Japan, they ought to be called 
ryūkyū imo 琉球薯 because potatoes (imo 薯, 芋) were brought to Japan 
from Ryukyu before they were imported in 1606 from Fujian in Ming 
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China or before they were brought from Luzon in the Philippines. The 
Ryukyuans imported them in strict secrecy without the knowledge of the 
Chinese. From that time on – according to the hero of the novel – the 
people of Ryukyu no longer faced starvation, because potatoes ripening in 
the ground are resistant to typhoon damage.  
Another important “material hero” of the novel is a three-stringed musical 
instrument called sanshin (サンシン，三線 , shamisen 三味線） . 
Imported from China in the fifteenth century or earlier, the sanshin became 
a very popular instrument in Ryukyu, where it was adapted to local songs 
and even used in royal court music, especially after the Satsuma invasion. 
Keizan, who rejects the new ways and rules imposed by the foreign 
administration, becomes a master of music and dance, combining the best 
native traditions with new Yamato forms of theatre dance. He stays a long 
time in Sagano in Kyoto to learn onna kabuki and other forms of Japanese 
theatre music. He returns to Ryukyu together with Ugi at the end of novel 
and teaches many artists15. In the TV drama – which varies from the novel 
in this respect – Ugi is murdered by Satsuma soldiers. In her honour he 
puts on a dance performance that wins him great acclaim and leads him to 
the death penalty. These fictional episodes in the drama-fleuve serve to 
build a national Ryukyuan identity in opposition to Satsuma domination.  
According to historical accounts, at the time of the novel, the seventeenth 
century, the court in Shuri intensified its efforts to preserve native oral 
tradition (a project that had begun in the fifteenth century) by recording it 
in the Japanese syllabary kana (仮名). Thus the collection known as the 
Omoro sōshi (おもろそうし ’book of old songs’), comprising over 1200 
court and regional songs (ryūka 琉歌) mainly from the central Okinawa, 
was completed and edited between 1532 and 1623. The Ryukyuans used 
these song lyrics mainly for ritual purposes. Some ryūka verses are cited 
by the novel's author, who describes the presentation of Ryukyuan music to 
Japanese Emperor Gomizunoo (後水尾天皇  1611-1629) by Shimazu 
Iehisa16. 
 
The Importance of Dragon Spirit 
Winds over Ryukyu – subtitled Dragon Spirit – is an absolutely fascinating 
TV drama, although it didn’t receive due recognition from the inhabitants 
of the main islands of the country. To the Yamatonchū (mainland Japanese), 
the problems of Ryukyu seemed too distant, unfamiliar, and provincial. 
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Moreover, the sympathy shown for the Ryukyuan patriots was arguably 
offensive for some literati in Kyushu and probably even for some ordinary 
Japanese citizens. The film was also criticised for its negative portrayal of 
the Satsuma clan and Tokugawa rulers while idealizing the Ryukyuans who 
resisted them.  
Nevertheless, most Japanese do not appear to be bothered by the fact that 
Winds over Ryukyu has exposed the "official" history of Okinawa as a 
fiction written from the standpoint of the Satsuma clan. On the contrary: 
especially thanks to the NHK drama Ryūkyū no kaze, the viewers of the 
drama have an opportunity to rediscover the southern-most region of their 
country as a beautiful, charming and mysterious domain with unique and 
precious cultural treasures as well as historical roots that differ from those 
of the mainland Japan.  
 
References 
Chin Shunshin 1992, Ryūkyū no kaze. Tokyo: Kōdansha (陳 舜臣 『琉球の
風』東京 講談社). 
Kerr, George H. 1958. Okinawa: The History of An Island People. Rutland, 
VT: Charles E. Tuttle Company. 
Melanowicz, Mikołaj, 2003. „„Ryūkyū no kaze” – bungaku to rekishi.” 
(in:) Sekai ni hiraku Okinawa kenkyū, Naha: Daiyonkai Okinawa Kenkyū 
Kokusai Shinpojiumu Jikkō Iinkai (ミコワイ メラノヴィチ 「『琉球
の風』－ 文学と歴史」『世界に拓く沖縄研究』那覇 第四回沖縄
研究国際シンポジウム実行委員会), pp. 283-290. 
Meyer, Stanisław, 2000. „Geneza i proces powstawania japońskiej 
toŜsamości Okinawy” (the genesis and the formation process of Japanese 
identity in Okinawa), Japonica 13, pp. 189-210. 
NHK, 1993. Ryūkyū no kaze. Dragon Spirit, a TV series broadcast in 23 
episodes from January 10 to June 27, 1993, and re-broadcast in 1997 
(NHK 琉球の風 DRAGON SPIRIT).  
Ryūkyū Seifu Bunkazai Hogo Iinkai (red.) 1972. Okinawa Bunkashi Jiten 
(dictionary of the history of Okinawa culture), Tokyo: Tōkyōdō (琉球政府
文化財保護委員会監修 『沖縄文化史辞典』東京 東京堂). 
Smith, Gregory, 1999. Vision of Ryukyu. Identity and Ideology in Early-
Modern Thought and Politics, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press. 
